The postwar Japanese boom was not to last and with its end in the 1990s came an inevitable decline in domestic tourism and a corresponding death of much of the town's industry. Now, the town is in decay. Hotels and restaurants are largely abandoned, rusting hulks seemingly at risk of a slow slide into the waters below.
The story is the same in much of rural and regional Japan. Head a couple of hours in any direction from Tokyo and you will see towns like this one.
In the years since the bubble burst, the ruins of Japanese modernity have come to take on a life of their own. While conventional tourists have dried up, a new breed of haikyo (ruin) enthusiasts has emerged-artists, photographers and adventurers who explore the decaying remains of the modern Japanese economic 'miracle'.
Glossy books and online photo sharing sites abound. Interest in the aesthetics of ruins and ruins tourism is growing. This has also drawn official attention, with a recent push for World Heritage listing of the so-called modern industrial heritage sites of Kyushu and Yamaguchi in the south.
Ruins also have historic resonances in Japan. Those born in the immediate postwar period have been referred to as the yakeato (burnt-out ruins) generation, a reflection of the flattened landscapes of much of urban Japan as a result of Allied bombing. The atomic bomb sites of Hiroshima and Nagasaki feature ruins in their memorial processes, most notably the Hiroshima Peace Dome. Japan's precarious perch on a range of seismic faultlines also renders the prospect of ruinous catastrophe an ever-present reality for many Japanese, as was seen in the recent earthquake and tsunami tragedy.
This brings me to the book under consideration. It is first worth pointing out that Ruins of Modernity does not deal with any of the above. As German and Russian scholars respectively, the editors Julia Hell and Andreas Schönle have an understandable focus on Europe and the (North) Atlantic world. Yet given the above discussion, this absence is an immediately apparent flaw.
Despite its Enlightenment origins, the modernity in the book's title was not an entirely European project, which the editors hint at in their introduction: 'This story of imperial legacies, (colonial) empires, and their ruins is familiar, and it seemed to be a story of European ruins. But after 9/11 and the invasion of Iraq, it has become an American story, too.' (3) This slight (and oddly recent) expansion of their category of European modernity to the Americas fails to recognise that, at least from the late nineteenth century, modernity and its attendant systems of imperialism, colonialism and industrial capitalism were not constrained to the European continent or its powers. The United States may have remained largely confined to the Americas due to non-interventionist interpretations of its Monroe doctrine (although even that is arguable), but mass industrialisation, imperial expansion and many of the other precursors to the modern ruins discussed in this volume occurred in East Asia, with Japan. Of course, these processes were also taking place in Overall, the volume is expansive and it is this expansiveness that renders the European dominance of the contributions most disappointing. While the individual chapters are generally strong and in many cases extremely interesting, it is a shortcoming that half of these are based on German and Russian examples. In addition to the absence of Japan, discussed above, later European (particularly French) re-evaluations of ruins such as by Derrida, are also absent. What the book does offer, however, is a substantial collection of writers working within particular modern European philosophical traditions. As such, the volume constitutes a unique and important contribution to the study of European modernity and its attendant aesthetic and political outputs. The book should be read with an awareness of its gaps, but it should be read. 
